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TASK FORCE ON WORKER BURNOUT REPORT 


PURPOSE: 1) To identify sources of the problems which 


cause, or contribute to worker burnout. 


2) To provide recommendations to alleviate, 


or lessen identified stresses. 


METHOD: 


The Task Force Committee was comprised of volunteers 
from various areas within the Social Services Department. 
Some of the individuals were assigned specific tasks to 
collect thoughts and ideas from their teams, or various 
areas and report back to the Committee. Their information 
was compiled, discussed further and this final Report is the 
end result. Apart from meetings and discussions available 


literature was also reviewed for further contributions. 


OVERVIEW OF LITERATURE 


The review of available literature on worker burnout 
was used to define the term, identify factors relating to 


burnout and explore counteractions. 
tee DEFINITION OF WORKER BURNOUT: 


worker burnout has been identified as reaction to 
job stress; the feelings described by the feelings of 
"failing, wearing out, or becoming exhausted through 


; ‘ a 
excessive demands on energy, strength, or resources." 


titi chael R. Daley, "Preventing Worker Burnout in Child 
Welfare" "Chita Weltare, July/August 1979, P.443. 
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Further to this it creates alienation from the job which 
shows itself by low job satisfactions and deterioration 
of work performance, 

Burnout is a gradual process and at times workers 
may not even be aware of it, or able to identify that 
anything as. wrong. Maslach* describes burnout as an 
increasing detachment and loss of caring in the worker- 
client relationship. A certain amount of stress is 
functional, i.e., making a job challenging, but when 
frustration and tension increase, or persist over a long 
period of time, effects of burnout begin to appear. The 
worker's effectiveness decreases because so much of his/ 
her energy is devoted to managing the stress.> 

In detaching themselves from emotional stress of 
work situation, some staff can become "petty bureaucrats” 


in the system, 


II. FACTORS RELATING TO BURNOUT 


as Amount of feedback - Workers receiving little feedback 


tena to burnout Paster, 


vaS Role Conflict - Clients are frequently neither verbal 
nor voluntary - decisions have to be based on 
legislation and there are often incompatible demands 


placed on workers.> 


ce Needs Satisfaction - Those seeking work in area of 
social work have selected this occupation because of 
their interest in working with people. Only a small 
part of the time, however, is spent directly working 
with clients. A great deal of time is spent doing 


paper work and administrative tasks. 


¢christina Maslach, "The Client Role in Staff Burn-Out", 
MOULhSG fOr ecOctal Issues, Vol, -34,- Number 4° 1979, Poll. 


3paley, P.444. 
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AG Nature of the Client and Behaviours and Type of Problems 


(a) A passive, dependent client places tremendous 
responsibility on staff person. 

(b) An angry, frustrated client providing negative 
feedback in the belief that "the squeaky wheel 
gets the grease" creates tremendous stress on 
the worker. ° 

(c) Whether clients problem is chronic, or acute - 
chronic situations cause more emotional stress.’ 

(d) Client expectations can create tension in staff- 
client interactions if their roles are not 
understood, or if there exists a lack of agreement 


on goals. 


5 Working Conditions - frequently in public agencies, 
there is the problem of crowded offices, little 
interviewing space. Clients are often in substandard 
housing with distractions during interviews which 


frustrate: individuals further: 


6. Work Overload® - Not merely too many things to do, but 
tasks which are too difficult for some workers cause 
frustrations. This overload is not necessarily due to 
caseload size, but case difficulty itself. A source 
of frustration and burnout for workers appears with 


the inability to provide adequate service to all clients. 


Us Caentralizac1on OL acer - If workers feel that 
their suggestions are influential in shaping policies, 


they are less likely to feel powerless and alienated. 


Cvaslack, Peekeus. 
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Rules of the Agency 


(es9., Granting funds) Stati are often placed in 
a trapped, uncomfortable position of having to 
turn clients away for reasons that are not always 


; : : 10 
easy to argue or explain convincingly. 


ExpIiGit. rules, timiting amount Of time a stare 
member can devote to a client's case creates stress 


because of the Lack of control over ones work. 


COUNTERACTIONS TO STRESS-BURNOUT 


Time-Outs 


Holidays - Since "burnout seems to be characterized 
by peaks of stress reduced by periods of rest” 
enough holiday time is essential to allow the 
effects ob Stress fo wear SFE sts 


Opportitinities £Or 4@ mux oF activities.?* 


More flexibility about part-time work. 


(d) Variety in work experience through special leaves, 
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attendance at professional meetings, temporary 


asSignments of other kinds. 


Reducing the number of years of service through 


tapered retirement. 


Mastech, P.i/ 


Robert Kahn, "Job Burnout, Prevention and Remedies", Public 
Welfare, 


Spring 19 7c. 


Peer and Supervisory Support 


througn, (a) 
(b) 
(c) 
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Improved training. 
Regulating caseload size and difficulty. 
Improved upward communication from direct, 


service State 


Alleviatang start-Cliene Conflict 


Efforts to make clients more self-reliant 
and share in responsibility for decisions. 
Avoid misunderstandings of expectations; 
both staff and clients to make their 
expectations explicit at the outset, so 
that the client understands the reasons 


fOr accrvons ana the Limits. 


Dealing on Individual Level With Personal Stress 


which, if left alone, can cause other problems such as: 


Increased use and abuse of alcohol. 


Emotional problems. 


Marital and family éontlice. 


Individual counteractions can include special activities 


outside the home, e.g., physical exercise, meditating, or 


leisurely activities at home, €.9g., Soaking in a hot tub. 


1) 
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IDENTIFICATION OF BURNOUT 
WITHIN REGIONAL SOCIAL SERVICES 


The problem of low morale has been generally identified 
through various sources, but there are a number of specific 
feelings and attitudes which have been identified by Committee 


members. 


FEELINGS 


(1) Fatigue from excessive demands on energy, which 
makes persons feel "incapacitated" "immobilized", 
A sense of work overload is felt, not because of 
the Size Of ene caseload, bie tathner ibs ‘di triculty 
and the fact of never really being finished with 


one thing before another needs an immediate response. 


(2) Low job satisfaction - Income Maintenance work, 
particularly, is felt tov’be a thankless job, with 


little positive feedback. 


(3) Anxiety about the job, whether policies and 


procedures are being followed correctly. 
(4) Inadequacy in handling the job. 


(5) A sense of hopelessness that Mac and senior 
management do not really care about the plight of 
the workers. There is also concerm about whether 


this Report will change anything. 


(6) Positive feelings about sharing these concerns has 


also come out, particularly with Committee members. 
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ATTITUDES 

Attitudes towards the job are mixed. Some workers sought 
out the job because of wanting to work with people and still 
feel positive about it. They feel good about being able to 
answer clients questions and concerns and appreciate the 
challenge of the job, if only there was more time to spend 
with clients. 

Others, however, do not like their work at all and stay 
because of the pay, or because they cannot move elsewhere. 

Another attitude about the job concerns previous training. 
A number of workers expressed the fact college or university 
training gets in the way. They can see problems and identify 


needs, but have to put on "blinders" in order to survive. 
SOURCES OF BURNOUT 


The problem of low morale has been discussed with various 
staff (workers and supervisors) and a number of sources have 


been identified. 


Lae LACK OF CONSISTENCY 
This creates stress/anxiety/frustration for the 
workers, as they are never sure of the outcome, or 
procedures and feel inadequate in their job. Inconsis- 


Eency comes in: 


(a) winterpretecions oF policy and apolication of 
procedures which vary between. teams and areas. A 4 
is recognized that individual situations require 
variation: at times, but the general application of 


policies and procedures are not consistent. 


(b) In dealings with clients and workers - decisions 
are often subjective, 1.¢., Value judgments, rather 
than decisions according to the facts of the 


e1tuation. 


Assumptions are frequently made about clients from 
the thickness of the file], or because of something 
they may have done at one time. Frequently, these 
clients are not given full access to services. 
Applications are sometimes held for trivial reasons. 
Decisions are also changed by senior management 

and workers are not told the reasons for the 


changes. 


(c) Some divisions have no written policy guidelines. 
Decisions vary from case to case, even when 
circumstances are similar. Priorities are not 
clearly defined as to which service and which 
clients, so that decisions are not rationally 


determined. 


(d) Policies have been changed by senior management 
and workers in that area are expected to follow 
that policy, even though they know that, 


officially, 16 1S written otherwise. 


(e) When decisions, e.g., refusals are overturned, 
workers often feel that they have lost credibility 
with the client and yet have to have an ongoing 


relationship with the client. 


(£) Clients lately have had many changes of workers 
because of reorganization, or workers being 
transferred —- neither workers, nor clients know 
each other well, which adds pressure to an 


existing workload. 


(g) Lack of Consistent Training - Training varies 
according to worker and team, yet later, (e.g., 6 
months), 1£ an error occurs, the new worker is 


held responsible. 


PREORITISS 

Priority is given to studies, statistics, research 
over ongoing job creates frustration - backlog of work. 
The impression given is that numbers carry more weight 
than doing a client-centered job. This is also 
reflected in evaluations where quantity is the objective 


rather than quality. 


FLOW OF COMMUNICATION 

there-us a tack of sharing in how decisions are 
made. Workers may have innovative ideas before decisions 
are finalized, but there is no avenue for such input. 
Further, rumours about new changes being "in the works" 
Create an insecurity within the job. There is also a 
need for improved communications/feedback from other 


divisions, e.g., counselling. 


BREACHES OF CONFIDENTIALITY 

Senior management has been known to repeat personal 
information about workers to other workers. 

Contidentiality of client information 14 <also 
mishandled - judgmental attitudes, decisions are 
frequently written in red ink into files and workers are 
expected to deal with clients according to the labels. 
Further sto, thic,. clients iby sight, are entitled. tocvsee 
their files and existing judgmental, or erroneous 
entries ain the fides create problems for -client and 


worker alike. 


INTIMIDATION 

This feeling is identified by various staff. Workers 
are being asked about other workers. This has happened 
on several occasions with the "Suspected" worker present. 
Staff feel harrassed when this happens. Senior 
management have also played on personal problems of 


staif, e.g., denouncing working single mothers. 


staffiare not.snre.of.the. factors being.used_to.assess 


tei, Gftectivencss, but, feel that “someone” is watching 
for the wrong move. 

ints Leeling 15 So strong, that workers have thought 
that they are being followed... If there is a complaint 
about them, the feeling is that the worker is "guilty 
until proven innocent”. 

Intimidation of clients by means of incorrect 
accusations over the phone creates problems for both 
clients and workers. Clients are upset and workers are 
embarrassed and/or frightened about entering their homes 
after such harrassments. Further,punitive, or disres- 
pectful attitudes set up explosive situations. Some of 
these situations are set up at the front desk itself, 
or by individuals dealing with clients who are more in 
tune with rules and regulations, rather than clients 


feelings. 


LACK OF POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT 

Staff are not told about work that is well done, but 
only mistakes are pointed out. There is little, if any, 
positive feedback from clients, but this lack is 
compounded by the systems' lack of positive feedback as 
well. 

There exists a feeling of lack of trust from senior 
management to all lower levels. 

Tension release in joking - letting off steam is 
frowned upon because workers should not enjoy their time 
im the office, Gr that productivity suffers Lf -ehey are 


TLEEeINgG tOL bes team”. 


CONFLICT IN “ROLES 
The Income Maintenance Workers are expected to be 
social workers at times and at other time, are told 


that they are strictly purveyors of money. 


The question has arisen, as to why Income Maintenance 
Workers have to have a degree to do the job. There is 
the feeling that expectations are unrealistic of workers 
and supervisors because of inadequate, inconsistent 
Craining. 

Workers and supervisors feel goal appraisals are too 
frequent in Income Maintenance. They are difficult to 
do because of the lack of a clear-cut definition of the 
role of Income Maintenance Workers - interpretations, 
again vary among the teams. The feeling that comes out 
frequently is, "we have to put something down", rather 
than honest objectives, or goals. 

There is concern about the definition of extra 
Concribucion and Conflict again about which role the 
worker is to play - paper work vs case work. 

Goal appraisals are not being administered the way 
it was explained initially. Workers feel threatened 
because they fear that they are setting themselves up 


by, BOinting Out faulers. 


UNDERSTANDING OF ROLES OF VARIOUS WORKERS WITHIN 
THIS AGENCY 


A number of workers have expressed particular dis- 
comfort about understanding the role of the Employment 
Counsellor and the extent of his authority. Workers 
feel they need someone to help direct clients who have 
some barriers, but this is not the service they are 
receiving. Workers further feel that their opinions 
are not considered and this adds to further frustration 
Wits tae (jo. 


PHYS.LCAL SURROUNDINGS 

There are not enough interviewing facilities. The 
presen. facilities for interviewing are not soundproof. 
1s tere cooing to be opportunity for IJmput 1 i/when 


moving to a new facility? 
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BACK OF SECURETY- (PHYSITCAL) 


The buzzer system does not help workers feel secure 
as it was not fully explained and, 
(a) Frequently, there is confusion about which light 
io £Ox Which room, 
(b}*— Bugzers are set off accidently. 


(c) Action is not taken immediately. 


FEELING OF DUMPING BY OTHER AGENCIES 

Workers generally feel that our agency/service is 
abused by UIC, FB and CEIC through their various 
excluding policies. There are frequent problems with 
contacting other agency people and’ getting their co- 
operation. The feeling, however, is that Income 
Maintenance Workers should be around to provide OHIP 
numbers to hospitals and take full responsibility for 
compiling all client information, including that which 


is not readily available. 


RECOMMENDATIONS 


The following recommendations have been made to relieve 


some of the stress with this system. 


ie 


Consistent guidelines, procedures for all_areas can be 
implemented by consistent training. Either one person, 
Or Specific group of persons, to train new workers, so 
nat there 2s ea -sbandardization of training. 

Clear statements about changes should be written, rather 
than filtered down verbally, when considering changes. 
Consultation of workers re procedures can help to sort 


out feasibility and gain workers co-operation. 


Ongoing training in other areas, as well as agency 
services, e.g., case management 

interviewing 

self-awareness 
Further training about other divisions run by workers 
for workers, as well as training re other services. 
Training for workers at the front desk is also 
recommended in order that they give proper information 
and handle difficult clients, thereby preventing some 


explosive situations. 


More Visibility from Mac 
This could be through direct communications in Memo 
form, as well as, opportunity for dialogue with this 


Conn tees Sorwonemsim! Tarktoss ee 


Continuing Committee, or RSS Office Council 
= FOr peer support 16 morale, tackling problems, sharing 
fears, discomfort about certain issues, areas, rather 


than feeling isolated in problems. 


- As an outlet for frustration to strengthen cohesiveness. 


- Formation of new Policy Committee, whereby workers are 


elected from teams for representation. 
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- Joint input with management - mechanism for input from 
team workers. 


- Method of defining procedures more clearly. 


Clear Definitions of Roles Within the Agency 
- Supervisors 

SSWI's 

SSWII's 


Other specialized workers 


Opportunity to Study How Other Systems Work 
- Visits, consultations with other municipalities 
where morale is good. 


- How do they operate? 


Changes in Time-Out 
Changes in Time-Out would improve attitudes, feelings 
of burnout. Ideas for consideration would be: 

- More vacations. 

- Leave of Absence on request. 

- Opportunity for working part-time, 

- Four-day work week, 

- Attend more seminars, etc. 

- Allow workers continuing education to take one 
course during daytime. 

- Time-Out in terms of established mental health days 
without fear of reprisal. Establishing such a system 
would prevent taking sick leave. 7 

- Transfers be posted, rather than, appointing workers. 

- Workers may want change from the area; also assigning 
a mix of cases, so that a worker is not dealing with 


all transients, for example. 


10. 
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Limes 

Limits should be set not just on caseload size, but 
also caseload difficulty. Assignment of cases could be 
done according to their difficulty and experience of the 


worker. 


Working in Team Concept 

- Not just geographical teams, but working together to 
discuss difficult cases, etc. with input from counsellor 
when necessary. 

- At present, priorities are dessemination of information 
re policy, procedure, statistics. There is never time 


to discuss case management. 


More Adequate Protection 

There are potentially dangerous people on the case- 
load and they are not just around in the office. Workers 
have clients who have been identified as hating women, 
or have violent criminal records. Training is necessary 
in how to deal with dangerous clients. Perhaps two 
workers should go on some calls. A question was raised 
as to how far can a worker go in order to protect 


himself. 


Reduction of Paperwork 
- Reduction of paperwork handled by SSWI's and SSWII's. 
Workers ideally only need to write up the Form I with 
a JALGEOb actions te take suchhas= (Lj) Tseue... 6. 
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rest Of the work, Such @s budgets, OHTP's, ere., could be 


Passed on to clerical state for completing and filing, “The 


benefits of such an arrangement would be that workers could 


spend more time on case management and planning. 


Another reduction could also be made in the amount of 


Pepers actually i a file, “that is, cleaning up the files 


themselves, so that pertinent information could be retrieved 


easily. 


In discussing this issue,. the question was raised as to 
what happened to the filing team and is it still active. If 
so, what are the ground rules for using the workers on that 


team. 


CONCLUSIONS 

The members of the staff burnout have identified problem 
areas and recommendations for alleviating some of these 
problems. In meeting, they have been able to channel some of 
their frustrations into a constructive project. We hope that 
it is indeed constructive and are now awaiting feedback. 
Generally, the feeling in winding up this Report has been 
hopeful about improvements to staff morale with implementation 


of the recommendations. 
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